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A Patient's Point of View
Nineteenth-Century Syphilis
Treatment
Linda A. Fisher

11 A }

hat was it like to be a patient in early nineteenth-century America? Although medical historians have studied doctors' records and textbooks from that era, until
recent years they paid less attention to accounts of illness by actual patients.
Historian Roy Porter has written about patient experiences in Britain, encouraging others to
seek such records on this side of the Atlantic to improve our knowledge of antebellum health
care.!
The diary of Joseph J. Mersman (1824-92), in the collection of the Missouri Historical
Society in St. Louis, contains one such account of a patient's illness and medical treatment (see
illustration p. 18). Mersman, born on a farm in Oldenburg, in present-day Lower Saxony in
northern Germany, emigrated to the United States with his widowed father and five siblings
in 1833. 2 The Roman Catholic family lived first in rural Ohio and then in Cincinnati, where
many others from their village also settled. Mersman worked as a grocery clerk for ten years,
learned how to run a business, and studied French with a friend. He began keeping his journal, a single bound volume of some 300 pages, in 1847 and made entries during the next fifteen years, displaying proficiency in three languages. Although most of the diary is in English,
Mersman wrote confidential entries in French and German. Mersman described business
practices, artistic performances, transportation methods, recreational activities, family gatherings, courtship rituals, and political campaigns, painting a vivid picture of American frontier
urban life.
This article focuses on the diary's account of one particular episode of illness, but the manuscript in its entirety contains information of greater significance: Mersman's story illustrates
the development of the middle class in nineteenth-century America. 3 In 1849, when he was
twenty-five, Mersman moved to St. Louis, where he andJohn Clemens Nulsen (1824-1906)

·VV

1Roy Porter, Disease, Medicine and SOCiety in England, 7550-7860, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1995); see also, Roy Porter, ed., Patients and Practitioners: Lay PerceptiOns o/Medicine in Pre-Industrial Society
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
2Born in Damme, Oldenburg, on 17 July 1824 (Churchbook, 1650-1875, Baptisms, 1820-39, 144,
Katholische Kirche Damme [Amtsgericht Vechta], Microfilm 909912, Family History Library, Salt Lake City,
Utah), Joseph Mersman emigrated to Minster, Ohio, in 1833 Oohannes Ostendorf, Zur Geschichte der
Auswanderung aus dem alten Amt Darnme [Oldb.), insbesondere nach Nordamerika, in den Jahren
1830-1880 [OldenburgerJahrbuch, vol. 46/47, 1942-43],256), and relocated to Cincinnati in 1838. Between
1832 and 1852, about 2,000 individuals, one third of the population of his village, also emigrated to America.
3His family emigrated to find opportunities in the New World, and Mersman documented their steps on the
road to success. His diary captures the routines of boardinghouse life, the joys of popular amusements, and
the demands of commercial enterprises, providing a record more powerful than a memoir, where the passage
of time and subsequent events may influence the writer.
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established a business and became prominent members of the German-American community (see illustrations p. 17). They rectified whiskey and imported cigars. 4 Nulsen & Mersman
bought raw whiskey wholesale, distilled it a second time to increase the alcohol content and
remove impurities, added coloring and flavoring, and then distributed the refined product to
retail businesses such as saloons and brothels. In addition to recording his progress in becoming a successful merchant, Mersman described an illness that had a profound effect on his
entire life: syphilis.
Writing thirty years before Henrik Ibsen shocked audiences with his play, Ghosts (1881),
which showed the impact of syphilis on two generations, Mersman provides a dimension
absent in medical publications of the period. Syphilis, epidemic in Europe in the 1500s, was
known by multiple names. The English called it "the Spanish Disease," Italians "the French
Disease," but medical texts used "the Great Pox" to distinguish it from that other scourge,
smallpox. 5 In 1530 the Italian poet Girolamo Fracastoro wrote a poem about a mythical shepherd named "Syphilus" whom the gods punished with a venereal disease. Thus, "syphilis"
entered the English language as the name of the illness itself. 6
Caused by a spiral-shaped bacterium, Treponema pallidum, and spread by intimate contact,
syphilis has three stages that have been recognized for centuries. Primary syphilis, manifested by a painless sore or chancre at the site of infection, disappears in weeks (see illustration
p. 17). Secondary syphilis, characterized by a rash, may last many months, usually up to a year
(see illustration p. 17). In one out of four cases, secondary relapses occur, giving episodic skin
and mucous membrane manifestations of the illness for as long as five years. Waxing and waning commonly occurs with untreated syphilis. Both early stages eventually resolve even without treatment, leading patients to believe they have been cured. Infected individuals are highly contagious during the early stages, that is, the first few years, but after that time they no
longer spread syphilis to sexual partners. 7 The illness then has a period of latency that may
last from a few weeks to three decades. Tertiary syphilis, which becomes evident long after the
original infection, appears as damage to the neurological, cardiovascular, and musculoskeletal systems. Patients may lose their vision, become demented, develop heart problems or
experience severe bone pain. Syphilitic lesions, gummas, may appear in the skin, mucous
4Rectifying whiskey, the process of distilling spirits to remove contaminants or increase the alcohol content,
was a common practice in the pre-Civil War era. See Gerald Carson, The Social History ofBourbon: An Unhurried
Account of Our Star-Spangled American Drink (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1963), 66, 235-37, and
Leonard Monzert, Monzert's Practical Distiller: An Exhaustive Treatise on the Art ofDistilling and Rectifjing Spirituous
Liquors and Alcohol (Bradley, Illinois: Undsay Publications, Inc., 1987),51-52, 64-68. See also Gary Regan and
Mardee Haidin Regan, The Book of Bourbon and Other Fine American Whiskeys (Shelburne, Vermont: Chapters
Publishing Ltd., 1995), 40-4l.
5u.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Syphilis: A Synopsis, Public Health Service Publication
No. 1660 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1967), 1-13. See also,Jon Arrizabalaga,John
Henderson, and Roger French, The Great Pox: The French Disease in Renaissance Europe (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1997), 1-16, and Claude Quetel, History of Syphilis (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1990), 1-50.
6William van Wyck, The Sinister Shepherd: A Translation of Girolamo Fracastoro's Syphilidis Sive De Morbo Gallico
Libri Tres, (Los Angeles: The Primavera Press, 1934), xiii-xviii.
7p. Frederick Sparling, "Natural History of Syphilis" in Sexually Transmitted Diseases, 3rd ed., King K Holmes
et aI., eds. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1999),473-78; Kurt Isselbacher et aI., eds., Harrison's PrinCiples ofInternal
Medicine, 13th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1994),726-32; and James H.Jones, Bad Blood: The Tuskegee Syphilis
Experiment (New York: The Free Press, 1993), 1-5.
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Joseph]. Mersman (1824-92)
circa 1851

John Clemens Nulsen (1824-1906) circa
1895

Courtesy of William E. Giraldin

Courtesy of the St. Louis Public Library

Primary lesion of syphilis
From Morrow, 1889

Patient with secondary syphilis
From Morrow, 1889
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membranes, internal organs, bones, eyes, and other parts of the body.8
Only one-third of untreated patients go on to develop tertiary syphilis. One study conducted from 1890 until 1910 showed that the probability of dying directly as a result of
untreated syphilis was seventeen percent in males and eight percent in females, so even without effective treatment, the majority of patients do not succumb to "the Great Pox."9
If a woman with the disease in its early phase becomes pregnant, syphilis can be transmitted to the unborn and cause miscarriage or stillbirth. Infected babies often die within the
first few months of life; only half of the children with untreated congenital syphilis survive
infancy. They may develop characteristic features later: notched teeth, facial deformities, deafness, and other developmental abnormalities. 10 In modern America, we seldom see the findings associated with congenital syphilis, but in Mersman's day, they were common. ll
The germ that causes syphilis was identified in 1905; a year later, a diagnostic blood test
was developed and named for its creator, August von Wassermann. 12 Penicillin, available
since the 1940s, simplified treatment: a single injection cures primary or secondary syphilis in
adults, and a series of injections spaced over three weeks treats most cases of tertiary syphilis.
Screening of pregnant women prevents congenital syphilis or results in neonatal treatment, so
developmental abnormalities no longer occur in American children.
However, in the early nineteenth century, syphilis was much like AIDS today: a deadly
illness, transmitted sexually, the cure of which was uncertain. 13 Doctors used various treatments, but they provided symptomatic relief, not an end to disease progression. Many physicians recommended mercury compounds, orally or topically, despite the toxic side effects.
For example, calomel (mercurous chloride) caused anemia, stomatitis, and renal failure. Some
doctors prescribed potassium iodide in various forms-gargles, lotions, tonics, salves-although
it caused profound gastro-intestinal disturbances, dreadful skin reactions, and impaired intellect and voluntary motion. 14 The ineffectiveness of treatments did not discourage their widespread use, even when they had fatal side effects.
Various practitioners gave opium for the pain associated with syphilitic lesions. They recommended baths-either for heat or hygiene-with nostrums added to the water. They applied
8Morton Swartz, Bernadine Healy, and Daniel Musher, "Late Syphilis" in Holmes et al., 487-509, andJones,

Bad Blood, 1-5.
9N. Danholt et al., "The Oslo Study of Untreated Syphilis: A Restudy of the Boeck-Brunsgaard Material concerning the Fate of Syphilitics Who Receive no Specific Treatment." Acta Dermato-Venereologica 34:34, 1954; see
also Holmes et al., Diseases, 475-76.
lOJustin Radolf et al., "Congenital Syphilis" in Holmes et al., Diseases, 1165-1189; see also John Stokes,
Herman Beerman, and Norman Ingraham,Jr., Modem Clinical Syphilology, 3rd ed. (New York: W B. Saunders
Company, 1944), 1068-1169.
11 Of course, exact statistics for that period do not exist, since no one was counting. Later studies from prepenicillin years indicate widespread disease. For example, a 1917 estimate was that syphilis accounted for 20%
of U.S. stillbirths; a 1922 study indicated that 8% of English school children had congenital syphilis; and a 1936
study indicated that 2% of U.S. children and 5.6 per cent of U.S. infants were syphilitic. See Holmes et al.,
Diseases, 1166.
12William Allen Pusey, Syphilis as a Modem Problem (Chicago: American Medical Association, 1915), 31;
Holmes et al., Diseases, 1166; PHS #1660, 9.
13Many authors, including Arrizabalaga et al., The Great Pax,Jones, Bad Blood, and Quetel, History of Syphilis
(cited above), have compared these two diseases.
14Freeman Bumstead, The Pathology and Treatment of Venereal Diseases (Philadelphia: Heney C. Lea, 1874),
499-515.
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blisters (caustic agents on bandages) and leeches to specific sores. They created recipes for
decoctions, concentrated brews made from herbaceous plants, often including Brazilian sarsaparilla, which enjoyed a totally undeserved reputation as a "blood purifier" (see illustrations
p. 20).15 Sometimes they recommended surgical excision of persistent lesions. When other
treatments failed, doctors prescribed a change of climate, a change of diet, total abstinence
from alcohol, or bed rest-or any combination of those measures!16
No matter which therapies they used, nineteenth-century physicians routinely advised
their patients to postpone marriage during treatment. Professors of medicine debated, "When
should syphilitic patients be allowed to marry?" Some believed that a patient could safely consummate a marriage as soon as three weeks after the disappearance of the last visible lesion;
others recommended years of celibacy. They warned that without medical approval, "sexual
excitement" might worsen a patient's condition. 17
Such was the state of medical science in Mersman's time. His record details the facts of his
case and documents emotions prompted by deadly illness: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. A century after Mersman wrote, Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, a psychiatrist
in the United States, described these stages in a landmark book based on her clinical experience. 18 Mersman articulates the same feelings expressed by seriously ill patients today,
demonstrating the universality of the physician's observations.
Throughout his diary-before and after the onset of his illness-Mersman describes a gregarious life: he attended parties, balls, plays, picnics, and concerts. He participated in bar hopping, card playing, cigar smoking, and skirt chasing. His circle of friends included men and
women of all ages. Not merely a desire for culture drew him to the theater: several entries
indicate that playhouses offered more than onstage entertainment. For example, in the "cock
loft" or balcony, women of easy virtue could be found. 19 In one entry, Mersman reported that
the real excitement of the evening began after he left the theater. 20
I noticed a woman setting in a seat before us look at me very attentively. As the
piece was drawing to a close she leaned back and requested me to walk home
with her. ... She had the appearance of being a decent countrywoman, and like
an innocent young man gave her my arm as soon as the play was over. ... On the
15To this day, the slang term "bad blood" can mean syphilis and other ailments. See Jones, Bad Blood, 5-6,
71-73.
16Frederick Hollick, A Popular Treatise on Venereal Diseases (New York: T. W. Strong, 1852), 167-89, 213-28.
See also, Homer Bostwick, A Complete Practical Work on the Nature and Treatment o/Venereal Diseases (New York:
Burgess, Stringer & Co., 1848), 172-78, 341-48; Langston Parker, The Modem Treatment of Syphilitic Diseases
(Philadelphia: Blanchard and Lea, 1854), 246-6l.
17As the century continued, medical authorities became more conservative in their recommendations concerning marriage and patients with syphilis, some prescribing up to five years of sexual abstinence. Alfred
Fournier, Syphilis and Marriage (New York: D. Appleton & Company, 1881); see also Ludwig Schuster, Wann
durfen Syphilistische heiraten? (Berlin: R. Schoetz, 1893), Prince Morrow, Social Diseases and Marriage: Social
Prophylaxis (New York: Lea Brothers & Co, 1904), and Jonathan Hutchinson, Syphilis (New York: Funk and
W~alls Co., 1913), 553-56.
1 Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, On Death and Dying (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1969).
19The Diary ofJosephJ. Mersman, 1847-1864, Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis, Missouri, 1 December
l~i?- Subsequent references to this source text appear as "lJM," including date of entry.
For this quotation and others following, the non-standard capitalization and spelling duplicate the appearance of the source text. Square brackets [thus) supply words the author omitted; brief French and Latin phrases, in italics, appear translated in parentheses (thus). [Translation) marks entire sentences that have been translated into English. Ellipses indicate the omission of words not necessary for comprehension of the quotations.
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Advertisement, circa 1880
Courtesy of Detroit Historical Society

A roll of Brazilian sarsaparilla
Courtesy of Lioyd Library and Museum, Cincinnati, OH

Smilax sarsaparilla as shown in an
1854 medical text
Courtesy of Lioyd Library and
Museum, Cincinnati, OH
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way [to her hotel] she kept squeezing my arm. I knew I had a chance, went
upstairs with and to bed also, gave her two rounds. Then jumped up, gave her
a dollar. .. was home as the clock struck 12.21
Mersman's interest in women continued after he arrived in St. Louis. He noted, "The
ladies here are far more dressy than in Cincinnati and dress much more lasciviously. Their
bubbies are quite exposed. I have no objections. Conquests must be easier here to make."22
Mersman's accounts reveal the prevailing sexual mores of his time. Once, he and John
Clemens Nulsen (whose wife was out of town) went out on a "skin chase." They were disappointed at Flora Garden, a botanical oasis with refreshment stands, and Mersman concluded
his entry: "Nothing there. I and Clemens returned home with Stiff p's."23
In several instances, the unmarried Mersman described sexual encounters with women
who accepted money for their favors. He candidly reported his visit to an "accommodation
House" (brothel) in September 1849. 24
Last week I called on Eliza one of our Customers residing on Almond Street.
The good woman took a fancy to my humble self, while I took a fancy to one of
her girls. Had ample satisfaction out of her at [a] moderate rate-only two gourdes. 25
Eight weeks after that exposure, the first dark cloud appeared on Mersman's horizon.
Since my last entry, I have been ... to two Ball's .... Amused myself capitally, but
did not drink anything because I had a sort [of] Poxum Secondarum (secondary
pox), and my good Docteur Petri recommended total abstinence of Liquor and
Eatables. 26
Mersman then consulted Doctor Ignatius Petri (c. 1819-73), a German physician with a
thriving practice in St. Louis. 27 Even today, when sexually transmitted diseases are among the
most common infections in the United States, the associated social stigma impairs public
health efforts. 28 Attitudes in 1850 were no different: the federal census mortality schedule that
year did not list any sexually transmitted diseases! InJanuary 1850, Mersman stopped equivocating about his medical problem and began aggressive treatment for syphilis.
There is no doubt I have the Shankre Secondaire (secondary chancre) and must
undergo a very disagreeable cure. This is to drink every day a half gallon of
Sarasparilla decoction, to keep quiet in my room and to eat very little, and noth2~M, 19 January 1849.
2~M, 22 April 1849.
2"TTM, 13 May 1849.
211M, 17 June 1849.
2::>lJM, 10 September 1849. Almond Street was the red-light district of St. Louis. "Gourdes," the monetary
unit in Haiti, is used here, apparently, as slang for "dollars."
26TTM, 9 December 1849. Mersman probably learned the medical term from his doctor.
27At his death in 1873, two obituaries, one in a German-language newspaper, reported Petri's age as "54"
(MississipPi Bliitter Sonntagsblatt der Westlichen Post, 20 April 1873, p. 8, and The Missouri Republican, 20 April 1873,
p. 7). Dr. Petri's estate included 448 gallons of "Nordhouse Snaps (sic)" valued at $4 per gallon, which he had
used in making tonics for his patients. (Estate #10696, City of St. Louis Probate Court Record, Civil Courts
Building, St. Louis, Missouri.) The 1860 federal census recorded Petri's birthplace as "Saxony" (entry for I.
Petri, dwelling 1004, family 1925, p. 234, line 26, St. Louis, Missouri, 8th Ward, NA Microfilm M653, Roll
652. Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, Records of the Bureau of the Census, Record Group 29;
N~~onal Archives, Washington, DC)
Thomas Eng and William Butler, eds. The Hidden EpidemiC: Confronting Sexually Transmitted Diseases
(Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1997), 88-89.
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ing that contains grease of any kind. The Cure is very disagreeable, 12 glasses of
mixture about as disagreeable as anything can well be. I commenced last Friday,
the 11th, the 14th finished the first 2 gallons of this Decocque (decoction).
Yesterday I took a sort of intervening purgative and today I commenced the 2nd
2 gallons. I do not so far experience the effect of this treatment except getting
very weak. If this cure really cures me I shall give vent to my joy in this faithful
journaL29
Early nineteenth-century physicians-categorized as allopathic, botanic, homeopathic,
eclectic, or "Indian" -usually learned their art on the job.3 O Dr. Petri, evidently a botanic practitioner, recommended decoctions and dietary modifications-benign treatments. In contrast,
allopathic physicians often prescribed mercury compounds for syphilis. Perhaps Mersman
sought to avoid the toxicity of mercury, which was common knowledge. Just as modern
patients seek out "alternative healers," Mersman controlled the outcome of the consultation
by his choice of a doctor: He selected one who would, in fact, do no harm.
On February 17, 1850, Mersman wrote in French, to protect his privacy.
[Translation] I must write in French, because I want to recount the miser-able
consequences of an illness ... .It is secondary chancre with which I have suffered
in the last five weeks. A Doctor Petri cured me with "Sarsaparilla." I had to
drink 6 gallons, a half gallon a day. What a terrible medicine! But at present I
don't feel completely recovered because there is still a place that is more painful
than it ought to be. But I have to carry on for the first year as though I had nothing to fear from a return of the illness. 31
Subsequently, Mersman endured another round-this time, three weeks-of intensive sarsaparilla therapy in the company of another syphilis patient, AdolphJuliusJager, a German
grocer in business near Mersman's store.3 2 The two men stayed in Jager's living quarters, consoling each other as they consumed noxious medicinal compounds. In early March, Mersman
wrote, "Am at present entirely recovered from Shankre Secondaire, at least I think so, tho' the
Doctor thinks it is not certain and recommended very careful diet every spring and the annual repetition of Sarsaparilla Tea."33
Unfortunately, his relief soon vanished. In mid-April, Mersman reported,
I am again troubled with that damned Complaint which has already given me
so much trouble this winter. Doctor Petri has had the brazenfacedness to charge
me 40$ and his care is still imperfect. It has lately shown itself again on my
tongue and my lips. The Doctor has given me a preparation to wash the sore
places with, and as soon as [it is] warm again I shall have to endure the
damnable Cure again, and hope to God I may get cured for I am getting desperate, for unless I am cured I shall never marry, and as soon as I am certain
that I can not marry I shall care damn little about getting rich or making or even
remaining longer an honest man. Were I to push matters now I doubt not but
that I could sleep every night with a good looking woman, but curse this affliction I dare not do it. I feel like courting a little now and then and have the
2~M, 16January 1850.
3 Some city directories listed physicians according to those categories, e.g., Williams' Cincinnati Directory,
Guide and Business Mirror (Cincinnati: C. S. Williams, 1853), 324, 326, 328.
3iJM, 17 February 1850.
~, Green's St. Louis Directory for 7857 (St. Louis: Charles & Hammond, 1850), 180.
33.DM, 3 March 1850.

Ci~
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acquaintance of a good looking young lady, but the excitement of feeling is forbidden by Medecin. 34
Mersman resolved to change his sexual behavior, writing, " ... now that I have myself
determined to marry I have also made up my mind to make myself as worthy of my future
wife as I possibly can."35 Because his symptoms persisted, in June 1850, Mersman visited
Cincinnati, ostensibly to visit family and friends, but actually to consult another popular practitioner, Dr. Franz]. C. Oberdorf (1776-1860) .
... He gave but a gloomy picture of my affliction, represented the difficulty of its
cure. Gave me however a recipe which he seemed confident would effect a cure.
The ingredients are: 2 parts sour dock, 1 part burdock, 1 part Brazilian
Sarsaparilla. Now I shall have to ... get the botanical names of these articles. I
shall have it prepared every day, about a full handful put in a half gallon of
water, which is to simmer until one third has evaporated. This must be done in
a closed kettle so that none of the strength is lost. 36
A few days later, still in Cincinnati, Mersman confided to his diary the name of the woman
who had captured his attention.
The Lord knows I suffer most with my Sickness. I am determined I will if possible get rid of this Sickness first, before I trouble myself about a future whose
value is uncertain. Poor Claudine, I think she loves me. I certainly love and
respect her much more than I have ever done any girl. But I shall never marry
her or any other one without her being made acquainted with my affliction, its
nature, the effect it may have on my Children &c. Even now I feel the necessity of avoiding all excitement, dare not see any of my former female friends,
except married ones .... I do not know why I love Claudine, but the fact is pretty certain .... If after undergoing a few more cures I think myself incurable I may
perhaps either blow my brains out, or go traveling and spend the money I have
made and then finish. I felt very downhearted this evening. 37
Claudine Creuzbauer (1829-90), a native of Baden and the sister of Nulsen's wife, resided
in the same St. Louis boardinghouse as Mersman and his business partner.3 8 Not as pretty as

other girls whom Mersman courted earlier, Claudine had the advantage of proximity. Because
of his interest in Claudine, Mersman declined his sister's offer to introduce him to eligible
women while he visited Cincinnati. He wrote in French, "[Translation] When one is sick, one
cannot think of marriage, or, when one is in love, one may not enjoy others."39
The summer of 1850 dragged on and Mersman endured additional medical treatments.
A most disagreeable time have I had of it. The summer has been the hottest
known here for the last 10 years and I have taken every other morning a sulphur

3!UM, 16 April 1850.
3;;v.M, 3 June 1850.
3 JJM, 7June 1850. Originally from a village near Heidelberg, Dr. Oberdorf began practicing medicine in
Cincinnati in 1833. His biography appears in Der Deutsche Pionier, 18 vol. (Cincinnati, Ohio: Deutschen
Pionier-Verein, 1869), 1: 163-66. The scientific names of the herbs are Rumex acetosa, Arctium lappa and Smilax
safsaparilla.

3~M, 12June 1850.

In fact, at the time of the federal census enumeration, 29 July 1850, Claudine, her father, her sister, and
the entire staff of Nulsen & Mersman resided in the same St. Louis boarding house! Entry for Clara Creazbar
(sic), dwelling 203, family 268, p. 46, line 20, St. Louis, Missouri, 4th Ward, Census of Population; 1850 U.S.
CjllSUS; NA Microfilm M432, roll 417.
JJM, 6 June 1850.
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bath as hot as I could bear it. At present I think I am cured. There are still some
indications of its existence in my mouth, but they are kept in existence through
my smoking. For over two months I followed Doctor Oberdorfs Cure and Petri's
at the Same time. Am now very weak. I think in 3 or 4 weeks more I shall be
through with Medecine and for a fat and a good wife. I have and have not been
courting all this time. It depends with me to give my doings a name. I have been
a good deal with Claudine, at home, riding out on Sundays, to Theatre with her,
but to all appearance (including ourselves) we are reserved as ever. 40
Mersman scrutinized his body's signs of disease, knowing that he could not marry until
they had completely resolved. His fellow sufferer, AdolphJager, married Caroline Frank on
September 22, 1850, and Mersman attended the wedding, wishing that he were so fortunate
as to have a wife. 41 His diary contains frequent references to his illness, so sickness remained
on his mind throughout autumn. In late October 1850, he wrote,
I am not cured yet of my damned Complaint, whether it is owing to my damned
habit of smoking or is not yet entirely eradicated from the system I cannot say.
But during this week I have had two new sores .... True, I have been a little dissipating again, but if it was all gone it ought not to return so rapidly. I shall not
commence courting in earnest until the Doctor tells me to go ahead .... I do wish
I was entirely cured and a certain young lady my wife. I should endeavor to be
happy.42
In mid-December 1850, Mersman declared the end of his crisis.
I shall take the first opportunity of concluding my life contract with Sweet
Claudine. I am now entirely cured and can offer myself as an honest man.
Should have courted the dear girl more earnestly already last summer, but could
not do so as an honest man, not knowing if I should ever get well again. Besides
I was so cast down all last Summer while undergoing this outrageous cure.
However I am not certain yet that I shall be accepted. If not, I doubt whether I
shall ever offer myself again, but I think the little girl loves me and all will end
as I wish. Anyhow I shall know before long. 43
Four days after Christmas, Mersman wrote, "Thursday evening we were all ... to a ... ball.
As I had good opportunity, I availed myself of it to declare my love to its dear object, which
after some pretended or real doubts as to its reality was accepted."44
The engagement was brief: Claudine, the only unmarried Creuzbauer daughter, was nearly twenty-two years of age. Eager for a husband, she had been acquainted with Mersman for
two years. Both her sisters-one older and one younger-married when they were barely seventeen and immediately began families. 45 Her two older brothers had gone to Texas to find
their fortunes, leaving Claudine as the last Creuzbauer child without her own household. She
40jJM, 22 September 1850. Mersman's description of persistent mucosal lesions raises the possibility that
thel were gummas, manifestations of tertiary syphilis.
4 11M, 22 September 1850. Documentation of the wedding can also be found in St. Louis County Marriage
Records 5:76, Recorder of Deeds, City Hall, St. Louis, Missouri. AdolphJager died just two years after the
marriage, October 1852, at the age of 43, of "nervous fever," possibly syphilitic meningitis or some other manifestation ofthe disease. (Adolph Julius Jager entry, St. Louis Death Register 8:165, St. Louis Division of Vital
Records, St. Louis, Missouri; microfilm roll RDSL-l, St. Louis County Library, St. Louis, Missouri.)
4~ M, 20 October 1850.
4~M, 15 December 1850.
4:;J}M, 29 December 1850.
4 The younger sister, Albertine Nulsen, has one baby already and is pregnant with a second; the older
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chose the last Thursday in January for her wedding. The night before, Mersman wrote,
Tomorrow is at last the eventful day of my marriage with Miss Claudine
Creuzbaur, the day that will seal my happiness or misery, for with me there is
no medium ... my Sweetheart says she is confident that she loves me fully as
affectionately as I do her ... as to being faithful that is a thing or a virtue that I
owe to my self fully as much as to my trusting wife .... I am now worth about
5000 dollars. With my wife I receive nothing, consequently all my property is
honestly my own. I have not married for money or gain. 46
When Mersman wed Claudine, he became Nulsen's brother-in-law as well as his business
partner. Mersman tied the knot after inscribing his diary with a long quotation from Eugene
Scribe's 1824 comedy, Le Mariage d'argent (The Marriage for Money). Mersman declared that he
was not marrying for money, but he was not swept away by passion. The match had all the
ingredients attractive to a man who aimed to be reasonable: mutual esteem, a sound financial
basis, and comparable social rank. 47 Mersman's next entry, a week after the wedding, reveals
that syphilis cast a shadow on his joy.
I have also followed my medical advise. Shall for the first three weeks take a sort
of blood quieting preparation. In one respect, however, I have been sadly disobedient. Instead of indulging in sexual enjoyment once a night, I have been so
incautious as to go it five times the first night, two the 2nd, 3 the 3rd night and
twice a night since, except yesterday morning when I was so warm that my tool
wouldn't stand. Last evening I was in the same hobble, however during the night
I made the matter good. 48
During the next eighteen years, Mersman and his wife had four sons and four daughters,
leaving little time for his "former daily companion," the diary.49 His hair turned white when
he was thirty-eight, but his wife continued to see him as "handsome."50 Abruptly in 1864, his
journal entries ceased. Although Mersman's diary provides a vivid description of his medical
treatment and his emotional reaction, it leaves important questions unanswered: 1) Did the
author's illness progress? 2) Did his wife become infected? 3) Did his children develop congenital syphilis?
Other records had to solve these mysteries and put this obscure diarist into context. When
the journal was discovered, the identities of the author and those he called "Clemens" and
"Claudine" were unknown. Mersman's occupation, background, and historical significance
were mysteries. Therefore, his story had to be carefully researched. The diarist mentioned
twelve dozen people-performers, politicians, friends-and described the social networks of
German-Americans in Cincinnati and St. Louis. Reconstructing Mersman's world required an
sister, Ottilie Rhoades, has two children. (SeelJM, 25 March 1849 andlJM, 20June 1851; see also entry for

B. T. Rhodes (SiC), dwelling 2278, family 1925, p. 335, line 26, LaSalle County, Illinois, Salisbury Township,
1850 U.S. Census, NA Microfilm M432, Roll 115.)
4~M, 30 January 1850.
4 Claudine's father, Karl Friedrich Creuzbauer (1793-1870), a retired army captain from the Grand Duchy
of Baden, and her mother, the former Baroness Caroline Hornig von Homburg (1794-1870), Lutherans who
had emigrated in the late 1830s, owned considerable land in the St. Louis area at the time of Mersman's marriage to their daughter. Despite his own more humble origins, Mersman believed that his ambition and
p4o~pects made him socially the equal of the Creuzbauers-at least, on the west side of the Atlantic Ocean.
4WrM, 6 February 1850.
_;;RM, 25 September 1864.
o lIM, 28 September 1862.
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investigation that unfolded slowly and unpredictably. What was envisioned as a limited project has become a scavenger hunt that has consumed three years of effort and led to archives
in fifteen of the United States and in Germany.
The extensive research-originally conducted primarily to find Mersman's family members-has revealed the diary's great historical value. The record of a true bilingual, the journal
provides eyewitness accounts of significant events in nineteenth-century Cincinnati and St.
Louis. Mersman and his family epitomize the German-American community of that era,
when the Over-the-Rhine neighborhood of Cincinnati was synonymous with fun, not urban
blight.
In addition to eight children, Mersman had twenty-two grandchildren, and twenty-eight
great-grandchildren. Three of his siblings had offspring, as well. Descendents of the family
were sought in order to find photographs that would augment the diary. Eventually, illustrations for the publication were discovered in states far from Missouri and Ohio, where
Mersman resided. Family collections and archives in Indiana, Florida, Kansas, Arizona, and
Texas have yielded pictures. For example, the photograph of Claudine Mersman, Joseph's
wife (see illustration p. 27), was retrieved from Austin, Texas.
The project is still incomplete, slowed by funding concerns. The process of editing the
journal has followed the historical research required to understand the entries. A rough transcription of the entire diary started the project in 1999; instruction at Camp Edit in June 2000
prompted numerous changes to the entire manuscript, to improve fidelity to the source text. 51
The editing process has developed policies concerning capitalization, punctuation, spelling,
and abbreviations (see Editorial Policies p. 29) following experience with the original and
exposure to other examples of documentary editing. The planned print edition will show
Mersman's multilingual competence by having English translations immediately follow the
German and French entries.
Research has solved many of the puzzles presented by Mersman's diary. The entries
stopped in 1864 because Mersman lost his vision that year-at age forty. His illness caused him
to resign from business activities and the Masonic 10dge. 52 It is likely that syphilis caused the
loss of his sight, for optic atrophy, iritis, and chorioretinitis-manifestations of late syphilis-all
result in diminished vision. 53 But Mersman's intellectual capabilities remained intact for
years. In 1870 he formed a partnership with a German grain dealer who had emigrated from
Hanover, Charles Orthwein (1839-98), his nephew by marriage. Orthwein & Mersman sold
wheat, barley, and hops to another business owned by German immigrants in St. Louis: the
Anheuser-Busch Brewery.54 In 1880, Mersman retired completely at the age of fIfty-six, after
51 The common, shortened term for the 29th Institute for the Editing of Historical Documents sponsored by
the National Historical Publications and Records Commission, The University of Wisconsin-Madison, and the
State Historical Society of Wisconsin, June 18-23, 2000.
52Don Heinrich Tolzmann, ed., The German Element in St. Louis (Baltimore: Clearfield Company, Inc., 2000),
33; and E. D. Kargau, Mercantile, Industrial and ProfeSSional St. Louis (St. Louis: Nixonjones, 1902), 160-162;
St~ Louis Post-Dispatch, 29 March 1892; Membership records, Grand Lodge of Missouri, Columbia, Missouri.
:J3Holmes et al., Diseases, 493; see also Isselbacher et al., Harrison's Principles, 73l.
54Walter B. Stevens, St. Louis: History of the Fourth City, 3 vol. (St. Louis: S. J. Clarke Publishing Co., 1909),
2: 104-7; see also Anzeiger des J1it>stens, 28 March 1892. Mersman's blindness and intact mental capabilities are
noted in the listing for Orthwein & Mersman, Missouri, Vol. 38, p. 41ON, R. G. Dun & Co. Collection, Baker
Library, Harvard Business School, Boston, Massachusetts.
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Claudine Creuzbauer (1829-90)
circa 1850
Courtesy ofJoAn Dreahn
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building a large home facing Lafayette Square, a fashionable neighborhood. He lived another dozen years, investing in real estate and other ventures, before dying of "paralysis" (most
likely a manifestation of tertiary syphilis) on 26 March 1892.55 The city death register notes
his occupation as "capitalist" and that his body was cremated. His estate, valued in excess of
$500,000, was left in trust for the benefit of his children and grandchildren.
Claudine Creuzbauer Mersman's obstetrical history was typical of a healthy woman of the
era. Her first child, born fourteen months after the wedding (31 March 1852), was followed
by other babies in 1855, 1857, 1859, 1862, 1864, 1868, and 187l, evidently without the stillbirths or neonatal deaths so common in women with early syphilis. 56 Since the risk of congenital syphilis is directly related to the stage of maternal syphilis during pregnancy,
Claudine's first two children were the ones most in jeopardy.
In 1890, when she was sixty-one years old, Claudine predeceased her husband by two
years. Her cause of death, "peripheral vasculitis," was more likely a complication of diabetes
mellitus than evidence of tertiary syphilis. 57 Since her babies were big at birth-the first weighed
nine pounds, the second, eleven pounds, the sixth, eight-it is probable that Claudine was diabetic. 58
All of Mersman's children lived to adulthood. For five of them, including the first child,
photographs have survived .. Although one son (the fourth child) died at age forty-five, the
other seven lived well into their sixties and seventies. Nothing about their medical histories
suggests congenital syphilis. Photographs of Mersman's children give every appearance of
their being healthy: they have no visible stigmata of congenital syphilis.
The treatments prescribed by Mersman's doctors-hot baths, vegetable decoctions, purgatives, a low-fat diet, and abstinence from alcohol, tobacco, and sex-may not have cured his
illness, but they apparently delayed his marriage long enough so that he was no longer contagious. His personal medical history is consistent with syphilis that was ineffectively treated.
Mersman's wife, Claudine, evidently escaped infection, and as a result, her children were
spared the consequences of congenital disease.
Mersman's diary indicates that he went through all of the stages described by Kubler-Ross.
First, he expressed denial, saying he was not sure he has syphilis. He postponed aggressive
treatment until there was no doubt that he had a serious condition. Second, Mersman demon55Joseph Mersman entry, St. Louis Death Register 54:71, microfIlm roll RDSL-36, St. Louis County Library,
St. Louis, Missouri.
56In contrast, the obstetrical history of Katharine of Aragon (1485-1536), wife of Henry VIII (1492-1547),
is typical of a woman with syphilis. During her first eight years of marriage, the Queen had many pregnancies
that ended in fetal death, before finally giving birth to one child, Mary (1516-58). None of her other children
survived. Birth date information of the Mersman children was confirmed by loose papers contained in Case
File -# 18909, City of St. Louis Probate Court, Civil Courts Building, St. Louis, Missouri.
57 Claudine Mersman entry, St. Louis Death Register 53:358, microfIlm roll RDSL-33, St. Louis County
Library, St. Louis, Missouri.
58lJM, 11 April 1852, 20 March 1855, 25 September 1864. There is no record of the birth weights of the
other children. Having large babies is associated with diabetes mellitus, so we can speculate that Claudine
Mersman died of a metabolic disease, not syphilis. See Boyd Metzger, Richard Phelps, and Sharon Dooley,
"The Mother in Pregnancies Complicated by Diabetes Mellitus" in Diabetes Mellitus, 5th ed., Daniel Porte and
Robert Sherwin, eds. (Stamford, Connecticut: Appleton & Lange, 1997), 893; E. Reece and Donald Coustan,
Diabetes Mellitus in Pregnancy: Principles and Practice (New York: Churchill Livingstone, 1988), 167; see also G.
Larsson et al., "Prognostic Significance of Birth of Large Infant for Subsequent Development of Maternal NonInsulin-Dependent Diabetes Mellitus: A Prospective Study over 20-27 Years." Diabetes Care 9:359-64, 1986.
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strated anger, directed at the doctor and his fees, although his rage actually arose from his miserable predicament. Third, Mersman began bargaining-following the physicians' regimes
exactly, beginning a period of sexual abstinence-hoping for a cure. Fourth, he manifested
profound depression during the summer of 1850, complaining of an overwhelming sense of
dread. Finally, Mersman expressed acceptance of whatever the future might bring. He married only after his doctors told him that he had been cured, and that he posed no risk to his
bride. No records have been found to indicate his reaction-or that of his wife-to the relentless progression of the disease that became evident in 1864.
Joseph Mersman lived for thirty years after contracting syphilis. His diary reveals the suffering-physical and psycholOgical-that results when a patient confronts a terminal illness.
This journal may be used by a variety of scholars seeking to learn about various aspects of
American history, but it can also be used to teach health care providers about the emotions
patients experience when they deal with life-threatening illnesses. Even though we are separated by more than a century from the writer, Mersman's words ring true to us today. The distance of time can provide a safe place from which to view the human condition, which makes
the diary ofJoseph]. Mersman far from being a closed book.
The Diary of Joseph]. Mersman
Editorial Policies
Joseph]. Mersman's diary, a single volume of pale blue pages, measures 71f2 inches by 91f2
inches. The hard cover binding, with mahogany leather on the spine and outer corners, features marbled paper on the sides. Hand numbering on upper outer corner of each page starts
at "I" and continues to "296." Throughout the book, the ink has faded to brown. Although
the pages are unlined, the spacing between the lines of text is so regular that it appears the
writer used a guide underneath each page. Crossed-out words or interlineations are extremely rare in the original manuscript, suggesting that the diarist wrote rough drafts on other pieces
of paper before copying entries into his bound book. The flyleaf in the front is inscribed with
Mersman's signature and rubric (see illustration p. 14) Endleaves at the back of the volume
contain recipes for alcoholic beverages in forty-gallon quantities and a will dated 9 July 1851.
This edition converts Mersman's very legible handwriting into typescript as literally as
possible. Mersman's creative spelling, erratic capitalization, and imperfect grammar remain
unchanged to maintain the ideosyncratic charm of the document. Although most of the journal is in English, some entries are in French and German. Several editorial policies deserve
elaboration.
Spelling likely reflects Mersman's pronunciation of the words, his knowledge of French
and German, and his association with an English-born grocer. Orthography was far from standardized at the time Mersman put pen to paper. Misspelled words in this edition, not marked
with an editorial (sic), are common. A reader puzzled by a word will sometimes discern the
diarist's meaning by reading the passage aloud and checking the context. In this manner,
"Magasin's" can be identified as "magazines," "pease" as "peace," and "preciding" as "presiding." Since Mersman sometimes wrote "Erbest" we can deduce how he or Charles Herbst
pronounced that surname. Mersman occasionally used British spellings, such as "labour,"
"behaViour" and "parlour."
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Uke many of his contemporaries, Mersman used multiple spellings to refer to the same
individual, and we retained such variations in the text. The annotation and the biographical
index use the version of each name most commonly found in city directories, newspaper
advertisements and/or legal records. In a few instances-for example, the case of Mr. Bradley
or Bradly or Brandly (apparently all the same person)-individuals have not been positively
identified despite exhaustive searches using the clues Mersman provides.
Capitalization is both inconsistent and uncertain in Mersman's record. He did not necessarily start sentences with uppercase letters, and his capitalization of "e," "c," "m," "0," "s,"
"t," "v," and "w" becomes a matter of judgment in many instances. For example, he wrote the
letter "s" at the beginning of words four different ways: one is clearly lowercase, one is definitely uppercase, and two are indeterminate. He frequently used a capital letter for "K," even
in the middle of a word. In this edition, we followed modern usage when we could not decide
whether Mersman intended a capital or lowercase letter.
Punctuation presents the most difficult problems in Mersman's writing, for his pen frequently produced a mark midway between a comma and a period. When Mersman wrote a
comma as terminal punctuation, it was replaced with a period. Elsewhere, missing terminal
punctuation has been silently supplied. Quotation marks have been closed when required.
Contractions have been reproduced exactly as Mersman wrote them, such as "did'nt,"
"had'nt," and "could'nt." He often used an apostrophe to indicate plurals, for example,
"solo's" and "duette's." Words underlined for emphasis appear as Mersman wrote them. Titles
of books and plays, names of steamboats and performance companies appear italicized.
Where Mersman enclosed such names in quotations, that punctuation was removed when italics were introduced.
Abbreviations have been left in the text, but those that might confuse modern readers are
expanded in square brackets, e.g., E[dmund] D[exter], or explained in accompanying annotation. Mersman regularly recorded his expenses, and routinely put dollar and cents signs following numbers, as did many other writers of his day. He used superscript letters and ampersands liberally. All those have been maintained.
French and German language phrases, scattered throughout the text, appear in italics and
are translated in the annotation. Each entry written entirely in those languages is transcribed
from the source text and a modern translation follows immediately.
Une breaks and pagination of the original are not replicated in this transcription. A few
obvious slips of the pen (for example, duplicate words or dots of ink that might be wandering
commas) have been silently removed. Missing words have been supplied in square brackets,
or indicated as [?] when they could not be guessed.
Annotation is provided immediately following each diary entry, so that explanations will
be close to the related text. Every effort has been made to identify individuals, places, events,
and other things that might puzzle the modern reader. At first mention, each person is introduced in the accompanying note. The biographical index summarizes the residents of
Cincinnati and St. Louis whom Mersman includes, as well as the performers he admired.
This edition's fidelity to the original text will permit readers to appreciate Mersman's competence in three languages, enjoy his rich sense of humor, and make discoveries of their own
concerning his record.
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Page from diary ofJoseph Mersman, February 26th 1849
Courtesy of Missouri Historical Society
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